Human melanoma cells but not normal melanocytes express vascular endothelial growth factor receptors.
Vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) is a specific mitogen for endothelial cells in vitro and an angiogenic factor in vivo. Its role in other cell types is not yet clear. To explore its possible involvement in malignant transformation, we studied the expression of its receptors in normal and malignant melanocytes. Binding and cross-linking experiments showed that human melanoma cells but not normal melanocytes express VEGF receptors. Separation of reaction products by SDS-PAGE demonstrated the presence of 125I-VEGF/receptor complexes of 180 and 165 kDa in the melanoma cells. A diffuse complex with a mass of approximately 235 kDa was also detected in some experiments. Heparin enhanced the binding of the radioactive ligand to the receptors of the WW94 and SW1614 melanoma cell lines. This binding was completely abolished by heparinase digestion and was restored by the addition of exogenous heparin, indicating that heparin-like molecules are necessary for ligand/receptor interaction. This study suggests that the aberrant expression of VEGF receptors is one of the phenotypic changes occurring in melanoma cells during malignant transformation.